The appearance of four basement membrane zone antigens in developing human fetal skin.
In order to study the ontogeny of various structural and antigenic components of the basement membrane zone of human skin, we have examined skin specimens from 20 aborted fetuses ranging in gestational ages from 6 to 25 weeks, utilizing light microscopy, transmission electron microscopy, and indirect immunofluorescence with antibodies to bullous pemphigoid antigen, laminin, type IV collagen, and to the antigen defined by KF-1 monoclonal antibody. Both laminin and type IV collagen were detectable as early as 6 weeks of gestational age. In contrast, bullous pemphigoid antigen and the antigen defined by KF-1 antibody were not detectable before 10 weeks and 16 weeks, respectively. The appearance of bullous pemphigoid antigen correlated with stratification of the epidermis and the formation of hemidesmosomes and anchoring fibrils at the basement membrane zone. KF-1 antigen is first expressed when the epidermis is further stratified, hemidesmosomes and anchoring fibrils are present in greater numbers and with increased frequency at the dermal-epidermal junction, and hair follicles have begun to bud downward from the basal layer of the epidermis. Our findings suggest an orderly sequence to the appearance of these basement membrane zone components within human skin.